Prevalence of hepatitis B markers in patients and staff in a hospital for the mentally handicapped.
Patients and staff at a hospital for the mentally handicapped were screened for markers of infection with hepatitis B virus. Of 436 patients, 14 (3.2%) were carriers of hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg), of whom four were carriers of hepatitis B e antigen (HBeAg) and were considered to be 'infectious'. One-quarter of the patients had markers of hepatitis B infection. Males were four times more likely to have markers than females; and 13 of the 14 carriers of HBsAg were male. Patients with Down's Syndrome (DS) were six times more likely to be HBsAg positive, but were not more likely to have markers of infection than other patients. Phenytoin therapy did not predispose to carriage of HBsAg. Of 439 staff members, 26 (5.9%) had markers of hepatitis B infection. It was not considered that staff were at increased risk of infection with hepatitis B virus at the hospital, and that post-exposure prophylaxis for hepatitis B should continue. It is suggested that patients with DS who are not immune to hepatitis B should be offered immunization.